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The coronavirus pandem
ic has tested  

risk fram
ew

orks to the lim
it

of respondents had “global health crisis”  
on their risk register for 2020

agreed that it had helped them
 

to m
anage the risk in reality

O
f those

of all respondents agreed that 2020 
triggered them

 to re-evaluate their  
risk fram

ew
ork entirely

53
%

58
%

90
%

“The risk fram
ew

orks aren’t broken,” says 
Crask. “Rather the focus needs to be on how

 
they are applied.”

It w
asn’t that risk fram

ew
orks w

ere too rigid 
either, says Julia G

raham
, chief executive 

of Airm
ic. Instead, they w

eren’t initially 
designed to respond to em

erging risks such 
as the pandem

ic, w
hich require com

pletely 
different tools and interventions.

“An effective risk radar is vital, so risk 
m

anagers have the tools that can keep an 
organization inform

ed and up to date w
hen 

som
ething is happening at speed,” says 

G
raham

. “H
ow

ever, no m
atter how

 good the 
tools, people are alw

ays m
ore im

portant. 
Resilient com

panies are likely to have 
fast and agile risk m

anagem
ent and crisis 

m
anagem

ent in place, em
pow

ered w
ith the 

ability to respond w
ith agility, flexibility and 

adaptability to keep up w
ith events.”
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O
ur survey found 53%

 of respondents had 
a global health crisis on their risk register for 
2020, indeed pandem

ics have been on the 
W

orld Econom
ic Forum

’s G
lobal Risks Report 

top ten risks for the past decade. O
f those 

respondents, 58%
 agree it had helped them

 
m

anage the risk.

Yet, 90%
 of all respondents say last year’s 

event has prom
pted them

 to re-evaluate 
their risk fram

ew
ork com

pletely. That’s 
because m

any w
ere taken by surprise by  

the pandem
ic’s extent. N

ow
 that it’s on 

their radar, businesses m
ust prepare for  

the likelihood of sim
ilar future events.

“O
ne m

ajor reason w
hy events have still 

taken organizations by surprise is the 
pandem

ic is a low
-probability but high-

im
pact event,” says G

raham
. “A significant 

factor that m
any business have struggled 

w
ith is the sheer speed at w

hich events  
took place, the changing profile and level  
of im

pact it has had across the w
orld.”

address risks,” says Iain W
right, chair of the 

Institute of Risk M
anagem

ent. “In m
any 

w
ays, last year’s experience only serves to 

reinforce their im
portance.”

The challenge w
ith CO

VID
-19 particularly, 

says Lizzie Cryan, risk m
anager for 

H
eathrow

, is that it m
anifested itself in 

such a w
ide-ranging m

anner. And m
any 

fram
ew

orks had never before been exposed 
to such a w

idespread risk, she says.

“Particularly in our industry, because of 
the pandem

ic’s nature it is a far-reaching, 
long-tail risk that has caused w

idespread 
disruption throughout the supply chain,” 
says Cryan. “A

s such, risk fram
ew

orks have 
never been tested before to this m

agnitude, 
so it has been a m

assive learning curve for 
all of us.”
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Jam
es Crask, resilience advisory lead for 

the U
K and Ireland at M

arsh, says the key 
takeaw

ay is the need for greater focus on 
future risk. But w

ith so m
any potential 

threats, it’s about prioritising the m
ost 

im
portant, he says.

“M
any organizations hadn’t necessarily 

prepared for such an event that im
pacted 

on all of their geographies at once on such a 
scale as the pandem

ic has done,” says Crask. 
“This m

eant the controls they had in place 
didn’t w

ork as w
ell as perhaps they should 

have done than if they had considered the 
risk m

ore broadly, w
hich is a note of caution 

for the future.”

H
e argues fram

ew
orks need to be rigid to 

an extent to enable a consistent approach 
to m

anaging risk. The risk register, he adds, 
also needs to be used in conjunction as a 
tool to inform

 better decisions, rather than 
in isolation.

Risk fram
ew

orks aren’t 
broken - but the focus 
needs to be on how

 they 
are applied
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The effectiveness of organizations’ internal 
risk fram

ew
orks has been called into 

question after they w
ere tested to breaking 

point during the CO
VID

-19 pandem
ic.

In the w
ake of the crisis, concerns have 

been raised about w
hether they w

ere, 
in fact, too rigid in the face of such 
unprecedented disruption.

But risk m
anagers and experts disagree 

w
ith this analysis.

“There has been a huge am
ount of 

investm
ent in internal risk fram

ew
orks 

by organizations to identify, m
easure and 

G
LO

BA
L RISK LA

N
D

SC
A

PE 2021
G

LO
BA

L RISK LA
N

D
SC

A
PE 2021

16
17


